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1CHAFTfeiR I
INTRODUCTORY
1. PURPOSE OF THE T.IHiSIS
It is the purpose of this study (1) to point out that the
principal economic theory in mediaeval society vsas the moral teaching
of the canonists; and (2) to show that the just price, founded upon
the moral teaching of the canonists regarding the rules set down for
observing the virtue of justice, was the basis for this economic
theory.
2. DEFINITICN OF TERlviiS USED
IvffiDlAEVAL
Liice any great social and economic movement in history, an
attempt to fix definite limits to the period under discussion would
meet with disapproval. The Iviiddle j^es evolved, endured, flovi/ered
and faded over a period of centuries. The International jincyclopoedia
states
:
The beginning and close of this period are not well
agreed upon, it is usual however, to regard the Liddle
Ages as beginning with the overthrow of the Western Roman
Empire by the barbarians in the fifth century and ending at
the close of the fifteenth century or the beginning of the
sixteenth century, x>y some, who prefer to use precise land-
marks, the tdddle Ages are made to extend from the deposition
of the Homan Emperor by tdoacer in 476 to the fall of the hyzantine
or Greek ii-mpire in 145b when Constantinople was taken by the Turks,
^
1 Dana Carleton Munro, "The Middle Ages", The j\ew international
Encyclopaedia, 2nd Edition, a7, p, 609, (New York, Dodd, Mean and Co.,
1916)
.
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2A similar viexv is taken by the Catholic Encyclopedia which
defines the Middle Ages as;
A term commonly used to designate that period of European
history between the ijall of the .^oman Empire and about the
middle of the fifteenth century. The precise dates of the
beginning, culmination and end of the Middle ages are more or
less arbitrarily assumed according to the point of view adopted,^
In this paper, the period selected for discussion extends from
1250 A.D. to the advent of the ’’Black Death" in Europe, 1348 a.D.
The principal reason for selecting this period is that within these
years can be found the real basis for the "just price" laid down
by St. Thomas Aquinas in his Articles dealing with Justice in the
"Summa Theologica" . An attempt to examine the economic thought after
the arrival of the "Elack Death" does not concern us in this study.
coi^ge.-t:
Canon Law was the basis for most of the economic concepts of the
mediaeval period since all economic life centered about man and his
relation to the community. Sir iVilliam Ashley states:
The doctrine of the canon law differed from modern economj.cs
in being an 'art' rather than a ’science', it was a body of
rules or prescriptions as to conduct, rather than of conclusions
as to fact. All ’art', indeed, in this sense, rests on science;
but the science on which the canonist doctrine rested was
theology. Theology, or rather that branch of it which we
may call Christian ethics, laid down certain principles of
right and wrong in the economic sphere ; and it was the work
of the canonists to apply these to specific transactions and
2 Charles C. nerbermann, "The Middle Ages", The Catholic
Lncyclopoedia, lork. ihe Encyclopedia Press me,, 1913j,
Yol. X, P. 285.
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3to pronounce judgment as to their permissibility.^
The teaching of the mediaeval canonists on economic affairs
was nothing more than the application to particular cases of its
general teachings on matters dealing «»ith faith and morals, j^s
George O’Brien so aptly puts it:
In seeking to learn Christian teaching of the Middle Ages
on economic matters, we must not look for special economic
treatises in the modern sense, but seek our principles in the
vMorks dealing with general morality, in the Canon Law.^
In this study, instead of attempting to analyze the writings of
a group of Canonists and presenting a number of abstract propositions,
we will attempt to follow the concepts set forth by St. Thomas Aquinas,
since he summed up all preceding thought on the subject and was re-
garded by his contemporaries as the authority on matters pertaining
to the just price, it must here be pointed out however, that there
is no indication to suppose that Aquinas was particularly interested
in the economic side of life. Eis treatment of the just price
appears in his articles dealing with Justice, and in particular
questions, such as ’’Whether it is lawful to sell a thing for more
than its worth?” His primary pur-ose for writing the "Summa Theo-
logia” was to present an encyclopopdic account of theological truths.
JUST PRICE
The mediaeval definition of just Price may be defined as a price
charged for the sale of goods conducted on a basis of commutative
3 Sir William Ashley, Introduction to English Economic Jiistory
and Theory
,
Part II, (London. Longmans, Green and co., 1920), p. 379f.
4 George O’Brien, An Essay on Mediaeval Economic Teaching
,
(London.
Longmans, Green and Go., 1920), p. 13.
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4justice. There v^as to be observed in every trans iction a common advantage
to both parties which should not be more of a burden to one party than
to the other, ’’and consequently all contracts between them should ob-
5
serve equality of thing and thing”. just how this equality could be
deterrained is the subject of this study’s next chapter.
3. ORG^IZATIQN 0? TKL STUDY
Chapter II is devoted to the mediaeval determination of the just
price and its value to mediaeval society, in this chapter it is pointed
out that the canonist teaching, as proposed by ^uinas, regarded the
just price as a segment of the moral teaching on justice. The principles
that applied to the observance of commutative justice were identical
with those applied to observance of equality between buyer and seller
in the exchange of a good. Apart from this, however, iiquinas fails to
state specific rules that should be followed in determining the just
price, so a treatment is given as to how it was determined in the media-
val period. It could be, and often was, fixed by law. A'hen not fixed
by law, it was determined by a factor called the ’’common estimation”.
That the just price was not always a rigid price is shown by the
acceptance of a maximum and minimum just price, within which limits a
just price might exist.
The value of the concept was that it did much to protect the buyer
against paying too high a price for an article and helped to protect
5 St. Thomas Aquinas, The Summa Theologica
,
translated by the
I’athers of the inglish i^ominican i'rovince, ^London. R. and T. Washbourne,
Ltd., 19l8j, Vol. X, II. ii. 61,3.
^tasvfjo rroijiaioc. a aoi?-'. u >ciixe r' M/aou-io uj «e.- .eoDuut
a*ai crj;T *• Ij 6*1001 9 7ja tluodi iiolilt/ a»ilieq tUoo oJ’
-do Mjjodi U'Miiv net/ffJec as oa'ivfuoo ii-i' C' r” ,'S9*Jo t>r.i os
Q
9u [.li/oo VJ^iIaUve W/i; ?c-ui . ”3alJ; t*nlt 'to yrUeupt evi»e
.lodvBfl? Jx«n a":i.u^a aidJ *to ruot^Lja ed: ci i.uaic^ncJab
dri'i tj icj n*AsrtiAt:'^jo-
^0 nc i. iJtaiu.'iei’QL XaveelbauJ &dS ot baSovot' ? i i*. 'taj^adO
fca;*(iio<i al Ji isJqerfo eir3 ui Xrf7i^»i,i,&.uv o 3 eulc v .3^1 tU‘' ooiiq
orii babies©*! ,eeaxJjf>** 'id I toqoiq se Ji-iaoaer jiit SetiS mo
Sfiojor.ini arlT .aoi-owt, no paidree? xaiom sdJ lo inba:r',aa e se aoi'iq Xej;L
iBox^r.abi ciow aoj* 0i;t BvlSeSuircnof) '10 aaneviaeOo ad? oS boilqqit Sads
lalXsa bde le^vd Cfet»‘ jyd xfllture *vo aoaoriop.do oJ- ballqqe oaorf? dJXvf
OJ Biic*t aaGiojUi ,*i8va»:orI .aids jro'r't xiaqA .boos e *io esnerioxs arfJ ol
Xai't viiS '^alnm.iaseb nJ be^olio*] ad bluods S&iLj bsIui ol'ixa&qe adsda
- 6xbem sb.f cil b-Qalsti-zaSeb eB^i SI >0 , oS es naVig JaexiJea'tJ’ e or ^eaiiq
baXi.’: ^o/T aoim . tx \;d bexi'i ,ee»‘ iiaX'TO bne ,ad fclx-oo si .boxidi lav
.
"no-:)eiBxJad DOirAioo'* aril bsi- ac iodoc ‘1 a \;d benximdJab etr. J 1 ,«cl \d
orf 3 Yd flv.oda 3 X aal'xq bls-t'i « Jog 2 b#/ 9&i*iq xaut ©riJ SedT
e eJijiflli noJlriiT ahldiv ,aoiiq Jex't .rwinxnxta bne fflOirlxeir e I0 sonfjqaooe
.dsix'a Jrisi/ii ©oliq Sent
•ler^j '»cJ .loeJO'iq o.t riooxn bibjx uadS sew xqaocrtip adl ©o'lay aa.
Jaaioi ; oJ bqljt bne -It cJ*ie de nrt srftrcq e dsxrf oot jiiia^iCvT , t^ejej-e
» - - -
arij ^d baJsl :. r'xJ
^
t^gisolcsnl’ efreg;^-* adf ^eorrix pA
,
esmod s' ,t'" C
,zcfVzodiicC ' ., ti >. . .apt^o.i; .©o« i -o*t-. JeoiaSsn., rfe/Ise- ©liJ to atedsa-
.$,ia \fl .11 ,A .lov
'
j
'
'
^
5the seller from receiving a price lower than the article’s worth.
Chapter III shows the influence of the just rTice Concept on
other A/jOdiaeval concepts, osury, condemned as totally unjust, was the
sale of the use of money. This concept .i;as based upon the same princi-
ples as was the just price, and greatly governed what might well be
called "the just price of money transactions", its importance to the
treatment of the just i^rice Concept lies in precisely that fact, i.e.,
that it determined the just price for the sale of the use of money.
The canonist concept of commerce is important to the study because
it shows that the scholastic teachers of the day approved of trade only
under certain conditions, all of which were governed by the principles
set forth in the just price concept. Trade and commerce cannot exist
without a medium of some sort of exchange and the laws governing ex-
change were the laws of the just price.
Since the just price existed in the sale of goods, the concept of
property enters into this study; for the sale of goods means nothing
more than the exchange of property. Since the canonists believed that
the right to exchange one's goods for the goods of another was one of
the necessary corollaries of the right of private property, an inquiry
into their discussion of private property and ownership is made to show
its influence on the just Price Concept.
Chapter 17, the just rrice Within the Juild, shows the type of
economic societies in existence during the mediaeval period. Organized
to promote the general well-being of the coromunity in which they flourish*
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6ed, their policies on matters of price regulations were the policies
dictated by the moral principles governing the just price.
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AfEDlAtCViLL iiRJj ArlLiCiiTl ^iM 01’ itlo J'USi iRICji ClRCEPT
According to the scholastics, the right that people had to exchange
their goods with one another was one of the necessary corailaries
of the right of private ownership, ror suchan exchange to be just
however, it must be conducted on the basis of commutative justice,
which consists in observing equality according to the arithmetical
mean, in the article of the ’Sutrona’ where the question is discussed,
"whether the mean is to be observed in the same way in distributive
as in commutative justice?" we find this concept clearly expressed:
In commutations something is delivered to an individual on
account of something of his that has been received as may be s een
chiefly in selling and buying, where the notion of commutation
is found primarily, nence it is necessary to equalise thing
with hing, so that the one person should pay back to the
other just so much as he has become richer out of that which
belonged to the other, ihe result of this will be equality
according to the arithmetical mean, which is gauged according to
equal excess in quantity. Thus 5 is the mean between 6 and 4,
since j.t exceeds the latter, and is exceeded by the former by 1,
Accordingly, if at the stare both persons have 5, and one of them
receives 1 out of the others belongings, the one that is the
receiver v^ill have 6, and the other will be left with 4: and so
there will be justice if both are brought buck to the mean,
1 being taken from him that has 6 and given to him that has 4,
for then both will have 5, which is the mean,^
Aquinas, in his next article gees on to discuss the matter of
each type of justice.
justice is about certain external operations, namely distri-
bution and commutation. ... if, however, we take for the matter
1 St, Thomas Aquinas, The Summa Theologica
,
translated by the
Fathers of the English Dominican province, (London, R.andT. w'ashbourne.
Ltd., 1918j, 7ol. X, II. II. 77,1.
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8Of both kinds of justice the principle actions thecnselves,
whereby we make use of persons, things, and works, where is then
a difference of matter between them, j?or distributive justice
directs distributions, while cooimutative justice directs commuta-
tions that can take place between two persona. Of these some
are involuntary, some voluntary, They are involuntary when
anyone uses another man's chattel, person, or work against his
will, and this may be done secretly by fraud, or openly by vio-
lence, ... Voluntary commutations are when a man voluntarily
transfers his chattel to another person. And if he transfer it
simply so that the recipient incurrs no debt, as in the case of
gifts, it is an act, not of justice but of liberality, a volun-
tary transfer belongs to justice in so far as it includes the
notion of debt.
Aquinas continues by distinguishing the various types of volun-
tary transfer — vis, selling and buying, usufruct, borrowing on loai%
>
letting and hiring, and deposit, then concludes, "in all these actiors
,
whether voluntary or involuntary, the mean is taken in the same way
according to the equality of repayment, nence all these actions
3belong to the one same species of justice, namely commutative justice.”
Originally, exchange was conducted by means of barter, in
barter a certain amount of one commodity, say wine, is given for a
certain quantity of another commodity, e.g, wheat, because it is
supposed that the needs satisfied on one side are equal to the needs
satisfied on the other. Later, as society progressed and it became
practically impossible to determine with any degree of accuracy the
value of exchangeable objects with out the intervention of some common
measure of value, money was invented to serve as such a measure, The
two kinds of exchange, barter and money-purchases, are fundamentally
3 Ibid., II. ii. 61,3
3 Ibid., II. ii. 61,3
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9the same, and the principle governing the determination of true value
is the same in both cases. The just price of an article will be that
price which is capable of purchasing other commodities possessed of
the same capacity for satisfying needs that is possessed by the
original article sold. All sales are really barter carried on through
the medium of money.
The mediaeval principle governing a just price in exchange was
regarded by Aquinas as an explanation of the application of his gener-
al teaching on justice to the particular case of the contract of sale.
Apart from fraud, we may speak of buying and selling in two
ways. First, as considered in themselves, and from this point
of view, buying and selling seem to be established for the common
advantage of both parties, one of whom requires tnat which be-
longs to the other, and vice versa, i^ow whatever is established
for the common advantage, should not be more of a burden to one
party than to another, and consequently all contracts between
them should observe equality of thing and thing. Again, the
quality of a thing that comes into human use is measured by tiie
price given for it, for which prupose money was invented. There-
fore, if either the price exceed the quantity of the things
worth, or, conversely, the thing exceed the price, there is no
longer the equality of justice: and consequently, to sell a
thing for more than its worth, or to buy it for less than its
worth, is in itself unjust and unlawful.^
Aristotle’s fifth book, entitled "Ethics”, seems to be the basis
for the scholastic doctrine on the just price. It is heiB pointed out
the need for the creation of money and the uses to which money should
be put. "Money is like a measure that equates things, by making them
commensurable; for association would be impossible without exchange.
4 Ibid., II. ii. 77,1
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exchange without equality, and equality without comensurability
During the era of the Homan i-mpire, the law permitted the utmost freedom
of contract in sales. Two contracting parties were permitted to fix
their own price at their own risk; and it was almost universally
accepted that selfishness and desire for self-enrichment was the
motivating factor of every contracting party.
The Christian concept of the just price "seems to have its origin
in passage of Saint Augustine"® but it was not until the end of the
twelfth century that the concept entered into the philosophical realm
of the Canonists. Aquinas does not adequately state the principles
upon which the just price itself should be arrived at because "he took
them for granted as they were not disputed or doubted."*^ iue does,
however, treat the subject of the just price at length and expresses
absolute opinions upon many points connected with it, i^efore further
discussing Aquinas' treatment of the subject, an attempt will be
made to show just what the principles vnere on which the just price
is based,
iHk JUST FRIGE FIXED BY LA’^
It was universally accepted by all mediaeval jurists and theo-
logians that the state had the right and power to establish prices,
"According to 'Gerson; 'The law may justly fix the price of things
5 Arthur Eli Monroe, "Aristotle, Politics and Ethics", Early Eco-
nomic Thought
,
(Cambridge. Harvard university nress, 1924), P. 28.
6 George O’Brien, An .assay on Mediaeval Economic Teaching , (London.
Longmans, Green and Co., 1920), P. 105,
7 Palgrave, "St. Thomas Aquinas", Dictionary of Political economy
,
(London, MacMillan and Go. Limited, 1936). Vol. I, P. 46f.
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which are sold, both tnovable and immovable, in the nature of rents
and not in the nature of rents, and feudal and non-feudal, below
which price the seller must net give, or above which the buyer must
not demand, however they may desire to do so. as therefore the price
is a kind of measure of thesquality to be observed in contracts, and
as it is sometimes difficult to find that measure with exactitude, on
account of the varied and corrupt desires of man, it becomes expedient
that the medium should be fixed according to the judgment of some
wise man .... in the civil state however, nobody is to be decreed
wiser than the law-giving authority, xherefore it behooves the latter,
whenever it is possible to do so, to fix the just price, which may
not be exceeded by private consent and which must be enforced. ..."8
This passage indicates that when a just price was fixed by a
competent authority the contracting parties were bound to keep it; the
legitimate price was ipso-facto the just price. I'he law-giving authori-
ties always meant to fix prices so that no one should pay exorbitantly,
and also so that no one should be underpaid for his work. All sorts of
rates, which are not reached by bargaining and by the higgling of the
market were then regarded as the proper subject of official regulation.
The circumstances of the day and limited character of the markets
rendered this system convenient.^ The power of establishing the just
price was not necessarily limited to the law-giving authority of the
8 CJerson, De Pont ., i. 19, cited by O’Brien, op. cit., p. 106.
9 iV, Cunningham, The Growth of .inglish industry and Commerce ,
(Cambridge, harvard university Tress
,
1882;, p. 172F.
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district but could be, and often was, delegated to town authorities,
the guilds, and the uhurch.^^
'I'Hti: JLST -'RICIl i'i UT .bi lAW
In the case of an article exchanged where the just price was not
determined by law, the contracting parties had to arrive at the just
price themselves, ihe basic problem confronting the contracting parties
was to reduce the value of the goods to be exchanged to a monetary valua
TO clearly state how the just price could be obtained in such a case,
it is essential to point out the various factors responsible for judging
the monetary value of an article,
u’brien points out; ”The first thing upon which the mediaeval
teachers insist is that value is not determined by the intrinsic ex-
cellence of the thing itself, because, if it were, a fly would be more
valuable than a pearl, as being intrinsically more excellent, JMor is
the value to be measured by the mere utility of the object for satisfying
the material needs of man, for in that case, corn should be more valuable
than precious stones, The value of an object then, is to be
measured by its capacity to satisfy men’s needs, rsearing in mind
the mediaeval Christian notion that individual benefit must always be
subordinated to the general welfare, we may safely deduce that this
capacity to satisfy men’s needs ;?as not the capacity to satisfy the
10 William Koscher, Principles of Political x:.conomy
,
translated by
John j, Lalor, (i^ew lork, nenry ttolt and Go., 1878}, vol. 1, pp. 333—6.
11 O’arien, op. cit., p. 110.
12 Aquinas, op, cit., il. ii, 77,1.
ij.
,
MoiiJ’i "i*vOJ oJ t ->0P '- 1 Ti i jat-xSatb
01
. .'r.*tufl 0/1^ '. i:a
,
-tdlu^, otii
A - i! -.^ ;.c...i r J u
;
Hi'
700 fw w soils 3BUl t>ii3 si©H»- tii^ar-ioxo oiciiir m '' i-c :id: nl
j«iJt «i}J 3« TsvI'xlid oi t»i'.. et’i-icr, -.oi^ofi'iJ'nos tilJ , «. i \ci tec.
3iiiJota-uoi oiiJ : ni j.-o'i'.'iios mol JOX'4 oiaco ^r. . ,8ov'.0;vji 'f >-ii<'!
'V vifiit*aOi« r: oJ o“ sb'.'O'i y*lJ ouIl’V t^xiJ eouLo'i o3 vt''
,rtit'.e V xiOiid (U tocle^do »s tii/Ov ooi'xi ts:;t -^di- wo'ii vii0«ia ci
pi^rrii.r^t ‘lOi oxdisuoqa'us BioJoel Booiiev Xod iniO':] od lexin.-raiO ai Ji
,..i'>iJie ne io yt^iev yisjoooia o*iJ
i«ve<*ihj£u tfii? rtoM>‘. iioqi/ ;,air'J iai:^ aii'i " ;JL’0 ednioq aeiic*.
-xo oi«pii3ni £• i* V. 5or-ii.xi j9^ ‘d .^ulcv JenJ ai 3 ;Xeai -^'lerioi: j,»^
fioffl od MlO'-' ';I? b ,91c^v/ dx 'tX g: iri.‘ srid to woaeXieo
ei ';u'. . yioc; V-i rxniad -e ,i reoq c -3 o. ej-iov
Siiivt-iiJ-*. 4 'lot 3-.6tuo -^.3 to oisai sr( t xd beiJjKedi.i £,j ccr .uX* . tdX
oIc3>._'. . aioCT ' Dins <9C£!: 3'ca.r ai jO-'c to abeufl <?i;7
od od rx ,c C.J 3 .oilds nt. to' sl'xj'V . ^^’a; eOv'^c-fo auoiooiq rer'3
'.oir: cx '"n.ieoti I ©a e'ni-n; v'Vp.jttee o3 ^.liooqeo eii X'A toiuaBtiir.
tiCf a'^ccwiB tf.jjc.: Ji''9a'9o I uba xT-ci d'oL.t aoiton i tjiJeiixl:^ ioT9f xfiea odd
ara3 xeHJ dO;.v'vr ven. t?" .oietCoff lei^^-egk odJ o3 boJBfixblodUB
a oJ \cdiOfcoto '?d3 ..'on sb 309.jfi \itei3ce 03 v.^lt-bqeo
Xd ..e3£ [aneu , ^ij'.oooc' . isoxxilo^i *‘o rr»i": i oai'i ,i©rioeon ircilf f w 01
.3— KiSfc .qq . LO, ,C0'*’Aii *fO'‘ f-06 JXo^i ,J.7;oi ,ioIc.: . t ado
• Oli 4-' ,.3is .qo .aaiaa'J U
.I,ry .li .Xl ,.3lo .qo SX
,i MilillkiMm
I
.i")
13
individual needs of a member of the coximunity, but the needs of the
average member of the community,
Tviediaeval writers show a sharp insight into the elements which
invest an object with the value which is accorded it by the general
estimation, jj'irst they undertake the discussion of the cost of pro-
duction of the article, especially the wages of all those who aided
in its production, while this was discussed primarily by later med-
iaeval writers; it was nonetheless of great importance during the period
with which we are concerned, 4Ve find in the Catholic i:.ncyclopc^dia
that ”The just price of an article included enough to pay fair wages to
the worker
,
that is, enough to enable him to maintain the standard of
13living in his class." J-his concept, though not explicitly stated
by Aquinas, was probably assumed by him as too obvious to need repeti-
tion.^^
Mediaeval writers have often been accused by economists of pro-
posing a labor theory of value wherein the cost of the labor of pro-
duction was the only factor involved in the determination of the value
of an article, nowever, it has been shown already that factors other
than the cost of production, which in this period actually amounted
to costs of labor, were regarded as e-'ually important. Aquinas stressed
this point
:
The measures of saleable commodities must needs be different
in different places, on account of the difference of supply; be-
13 iJrank u'nara, "i^olitical iLconomy", The Catholic .c.ncyclopoedia
,
(jNew iork. The xi-ncyclopoedia rress xnc., 1913). vol, Xil, p. 214if,
14 Palgrave, op. cit., p. 46f.
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cause where there is greater abundance, the measures are wont to
be larger, iiowever, in each place those who govern the state
must determine the just measures of things saleable, with due
consideration for the conditions of place and time. Hence it is
not lawful to desregard such measures as are established by
public authority or custom.
It is here implied that the just price might be arrived at by a
reference to the state of the market, the quantity of supply and by
a factor which will here be called the "common estimation", if the
seller of a good suffers a loss, this factor too must be taken into
consideration. "In such a case the just price will depend not only
on the thing sold, but on the loss which tne sale brings on the seller".^®
The just price then, when not fixed by law, was held to be that
price that was in accord W. ith the common estimation. This meant that
any price that was in accordance with the general course of dealing at
the time and place of the sale, was considered substantially fair. "For
the scholastics, the common estimation meant an ethical judgment of at
least the most influential members of the coimnunity anticipating the
markets and fixing the rate of exchange." In an attempt to show the
difference between the mediaeval just price and the competition price
of today, Cunningham holds
:
Common estimation is the exponent of the natural or normal
or just price, according to either the mediaeval or modern view;
but whereas we rely on the higgling of the market as the means
of bringing out what is the common estimate of any object, mediaeval
economists believed that it was possible to bring common esti-
mation into operation beforehand, and by the consultation of ex-
15 Aquinas, op. cit., il. ii. 77,2.
16 Ibid., il. ii. 77,1.
17 ivelleher, Irish Theological '^uaterly
,
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perts, to calculate out what was the just price, if cotninon
estimation was thus organised, either by the town authorities or
guilds or parliament, it was possible to determine beforehand
what the price would be and to lay down a rule to this effect;
in modern times we can only look back on the competition prices
and say by reflection what the common estimation has been.^®
ihat this price was not a fixed and unalteraole standard, but was
a standard somewhat wide and elastic was held by Aquinas in his article
on Whether it is lawful to sell a thing for more than its worth?”
wherein he discusses the case of a seller who, without knowledge,
sells a good for more than its worth. If the price is not excessive,
the law looks upon this sale as licit.
On the other hand, the Divine law leaves nothing unpunished
that is contrary to virtue. Hence according to the Divine law,
it is reckoned unlawful if the e-uality of justice be not ob-
served in buying and selling: and he who has received more than
he ought must make compensation to him that has suffered loss,
if the loss be considerable, i add this condition because the
just price of things is not fixed with mathematical precision,
but depends on a kind of estimate, so that a slight addition or
subtraction would not seem to destro ' the equality of justice.^®
It was generally accepted that tnere existed a maximum, medium,
and minimum just price; and that any orics between the maximum and
minimum was valid, although the medium was to be aimed for as far as
possible. The basis for this concept can be found in the above quota-
tion from Aquinas where he clearly states that the just price is flex-
ible, within certain limits. Later writers developed this concept,
but iiquinas merely stated its foundation. Sullivan, in his ’'Hthics'’
gives an excellent summation of the concept of comraon estimation as
18 Cunningham, op. cit., p. 353
19 xbid., II. ii. 77,8.
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stated by the mediaeval writers, but applies it to current practice.
It is appropriate to quote it here h ^wever, since it clearly shows
the development of ^uinas’ ideas on the subject.
'i'he just price of an article is somewhat elastic and varies
between what is known as the hi,ghest just price (summum pretium;
and the lowest just price. To sell or buy above the highest just
price or below the lowest just price involves injustice. Thus
the common estimate puts the just price of a pair of shoes some-
where between five dollars and fifteen dollars, roughly speaking,
thus one merchant might sell a pair of shoes for five dollars
and the merchant across the street might sell the same kind of
shoes for six dollars and there would be no injustice. The price
remains within the zone of the just price, xsut to sell a pair
of shoes for forty dollars would violate justice; even if the
buyer paid the price freely. A free contract is not necessarily
a fair contract.
The price fixed by common estimation was the price to be observed
in most cases. If, however, the parties either knew or had good reason
to believe that the common estimation had fixed the price wrongly, they
were not bound to follow it, but should arrive at a just price them-
selves, having regard to the various considerations given above.
The question now arises whether a problem was createa if the price
of an article was paid for immediately or at some future date, it
appears that the answer must be "no", for to increase the price of an
article in return for credit was forbidden, since it was considered
to be a usurious practice, if the seller did not take his money at
the time of the sale, he was regarded to be making a loan of that amount
to the buyer and to receive an amount above that lent would be usury,
iiquinas is quite explicit on this:
30 Rev. Joseph F. Sullivan, S.J., Special -Ethics
,
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If a man wishes to sell his goods at a higher price than that
which is just, so that he may wait for the buyer to pay, it is
manifestly a case of usury because this waiting for the payment
of the price has the character of a loan, so that whatever he
demands beyond the just price in consideration of this delay, is
like a price for a loan, which pertains to usury. In like manner,
if the buyer wishes to buy goods at a lower price than what is
just, for the reason that he pays for the goods before they can
be delivered, it is likewise a sin of usury; because again this
anticipated payment of money has the character of a loan, the price
of which is the rebate on the just price of the goods sold. On
the other hand, if a man wishes to allow a rebate on the just
price in order that he may have his money sooner, he is not guilty
of the sin of usury.
As pointed out before, if the seller suffered any loss by the
deferred payment, he was then entitled to be recompensed. if this
happened, the price could not be said to be raised because the seller
was entitled to something further than the price of the article by way
of damages, it was strictly forbidden however, to raise the price
of an article because of the individual need of the buyer. "On the
contrary, all things ... vthatsoever you would that men should do to
you, do you also to them, r-ut no man wishes to buy a thing for more
than its worth. Therefore no man should sell a thing to another man
24for more than its worth."
To say that the mediaeval just price differed in no way from the
competition price of today would be quite incorrect. "All sorts of
rates", says Dr. ^unningham, "which are now reached by bargaining
and by the higgling of the market, were then regarded as the proper
22 Aquinas, op. cit., II. ii. 78, 2, R.7
23 Ibid., II. ii. 77,1.
24 Loc. cit.
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subject of official regulation, i’he circumstances of the day and the
limited character of the markets rendered this system convenient; but
it had also very strong support in the current morality of the time.
So long as theorists maintained that every article had an intrinsic
just price which was ordinarily ascertained by 'common estimation*,
and which was, as a matter of fact, closely related to the expenses
of production, the strongest prejudice was excited against those who
made a living by taking advantage of variations of price in different
places or at different seasons of the year".^^
TilK JUST PRiCk Uf LA^UR
Specific rules were laid down to aid in determining the just price
for certaxn types of goods. Since these were merely the applications
of the principle to particular cases, they need not be treated here
in detail, nowever, there is one particular contract that causes
concern here, vis., the contract of paying wages for services and labor
rendered,
wages were considered as ruled by tne laws relating to the just
price. Aquinas defines a wage as that "which is paid to anyone as a
recompense for his work and labor, Iherefore, as it is an act of
justice to give a just price for a thing taken from another person,
so also to pay the wages of work and labor is an act of justice."
in another section; "Remuneration of service or work ... can be priced
35 Rev, William Cunningham, D.D., "Economic Change", ihe Cambridge
Modern history
,
(New York. The MacMillan Co., 1902), Vol. p, 495f
.
26 Aquinas, op. cit., il. ii. 114, 1.
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at a money value, as may be seen in the case of those who offer for
hire the labor which they exercise by work or by tongue.
The Mediaeval writers of this period did not deem it necessary to
enter into the discussion of what determines a just wage because, as
has been stated before, the rules established for the just price in
commutations were also to be followed whan determining a just wage.
"It was not until the sixteenth century," says O’Brien, "that the fixing
of the just price of wages was submitted to scientific discussion.
The reason for this scarcity of authority upon a subject of so much
importance is that in practice the machinery provided by the guilds
had the effect of preserving a substantially just remuneration to the
artisan. «hen a man is in perfect health he does not bother to read
medical books. In the same way, the proper remuneration of labor was
so universally recognized as a duty and so satisfactorily enforced,
that it seems to have been taken for granted, and therefore passed
OQ
over, by the writers of the period."
In a future chapter entitled, "The Just rrice rtithin the Guild”,
it will be pointed out that wages were fairly constant, and due to the
steady demand and absence of speculation, work was able to be assigned
29
on a planned basis.
THE. APPLICATION im JuST PRICE CONCEPT
The teaching of the canonists on the the just price did not aim so
27 ibid., II. ii. 78, 2, R 3.
28 O’Brien, op. cit., P. lE2f.
29 jDernard »<. Dempsey, "Mediaeval Society", Planned Society ,
(New iork. krentice-iiall Inc., 1937), P. 47f.
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much 3t positively fixing the price at which goods should be sold as
it did at indicating those practices in buying and selling which were
unjust. Aquinas treats of it in his questions about justice and Cheat-
ing, which is committed in buying and selling. Positive rules were
laid down as to why a person should not charge more than the good is
worth, Tne reason for this was that competition in the mediaeval
markets was such that it was not always fair competition, and the price
arrived at would not always be fair to either the buyer or the seller.
"This"
,
according to Cunningham, "wasthe very thing which oxediaeval
regulation had been intended to prevent, as an attempt to maKe gain
out of the necessities of others, or to reap profit from unlooked-for
occurrences whould have been condemned as extortion. It is by taking
advantage of such fluctuations that money is most frequently made in
modern times, but the whole scheme of commercial life in the kiddle
30
Ages was supposed to allow of a regular profit of each transaction".
Certain monopolies were permitted and even established by the
State in order to insure that a just price would exist in the exchange
of goods, -hus we have the State sanctioning the monopoly-like
aspects of the guilds, wherein the price of the article produced by the
members of the guild is fixed beforehand and assumed to be the just
price if it followed the rules set down for the determination of a
just price, however, monopolies established without Lhe sanction of
the State and aimed at raising the price of goods above the just price
30 Cunningham, Growth of l.nglish Industry and Commerce , op. cit.
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were looked upon as being evil and against the teacnings of justice.
^’or, "it is unlawful to sell a thing for more than it is worth m
itself, though the price paid be not more than it is worth to the
31
owner." ihus, the doctrine of the just price protected buyers in
times of scarcity because merchants who had supplies of scarce goods
could be compelled to sell them at a just price. It proved to be a
deadly weapon against those who would seek profit in times of distress.
The Canonists, Aquinas in particular, held that no individual should
be allowed to grow wealthy at the expense of injuring the whole community,
in his article on theft, we find; "The second thing that is compelent
to man with regard to external things is tneir use. In this respect
man ought to possess external things not as his own, but as common,
3S
SO that to wit, he is ready to communicate them to others in their need'i
One who would charge a rate higher than the just rate was looked upon
as the natural enemy of the poor.
it must be kept in mind that the rust price was like a two edged
sword, one side of which protected the buyer, and the other side the
seller. For in commutations, justice was to be observed between both;
inequality was to be avoided. xt was equally against justice for
the buyer to give too little for an article as it was for the seller |
to charge too much. This was primarily due to the fact that labor
was the most important factor involved in mediaeval activity, and to
31 ^uinas, op. cit., II. ii. 77,1.
32 ibid., II. ii. 66,2.
33 ibid., II. ii. 77,1.
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pay less for an article than its worth would be to deprive the producer
of a portion of the value of his labor tuat is due hiui, V/e find in
the Catholic l^ncyclopoedia : ”To the mediaeval theologian, the just
i
price of an article included enough to pay fair wages to the worker,
[
that is, enough to enable him to maintain the standard of living of
34his class." "The difference", says Cunningham, "which emerges accord-
ing as we start from one principle or the other comes out most distinctly
with reference to wages, in the liddle -ages wages were taken as a first
charge; in modern times the reward of the labourer cannot but fluct-
uate in connection with fluctuations in the utility and market price
of things. There must always be a connection between wages and prices,
but in the olden times wages were the first charge, and prices on the
whole depended on them ..."
34 O’Hara, op. cit., P. E15.
35 Cunningham, op, cit,. 1 • 461
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ChiiPTJiR III
INFLUibWCi; OF Tiii!. J uST rRICE COiNCEPT OE GTiiER .<^DIELVAL CONCEPTS
I USUR^ Ai'jD THE JoST PRICE
The problem now encountered is to discover what the canonists
held in regard to the loan of goods and money. It has already been
shown that in the exchange of goods or services, specific rules were
laid down which should be followed in determining the just price for
an article or a service, in the loan of money or goods where one
person borrows a set amount from another person, the same maxims govern
the transaction, since the justice involved remains the same in both
cases
.
Aquinas' treatment of the subject of usury seems to follow the
Aristotelean distinction between the natural economy of the household
and the unnatural form of the science of supply: the art of money-
making, iiccording to Ai-istotle;
The most hated sort, and with the greatest reason, is usury,
which majies a gain out of money itself, and not from the natural
use of it. For money was intended to be used in exchange, but
not to increase at interest. And tnis term usury, which means the
birth of money from money, is applied to the breeding of money
because the offspring resembles the parent, wherefore of all
modes of making money, this is the most unnatural,^
This concept advanced by Aristotle vias accepted throughout the
early Middle Ages and was a favorite problem with the earlier theologians,
1 -Irthur Eli Monroe, "Aristotle, I'olitics and Athics" , .barly Eco
nomic Thought, (Cambridge, narvard university Press, 1924). P. 20.
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ttowever, by the time of Aquinas, it was a problem of immediate
concern, du to the rise of the merchant guilds and the ever-increasing
use of money as an appropriate means of exchange. Seeking to discover
whether it is a sin to take usury for money lent, Aquinas arrives at the
conclusion: ”To take usury for money lent is unjust in itself because
this is to sell what does not exist, and this evidently leads to
injustice."^
He then goes on to distinguish betvveen fungibles, vis,, things,
consumed in use, and non-fungibles
,
i.e., things not consumed in use,
Wine is fungible, therefore if a person borrows a bottle and consumes
it, he is required to return a bottle of like quantity and quality.
To be required to return an amount over this would constitute usury.
Apiece of property, like a house, is however, a non-fungible ; there-
for it is permitted to charge for the use of the house since no in-
justice is commited,
HO license was granted to the practice of usury for the loan of
money, Aquinas' main argument on this point only becomes intelligi-
ble in connection with the distinction, drawn in Homan Law, if you
give a loan of money, vis,, mutuum, you part with the property in
the article, and if you later acquire the property in a similar artic]e
,
you should be satisfied, xf you demand payment for the use of the
money and insist on it being replaced as well, you charge for some-
St. Thomas Aquinas, The Summa Theologies
,
translated by the Fathers
of the ii^nglish Dominican province, ( London. R. and T. Washbourne,
Ltd., 1918.), Vol. A, II. ii. 78,1.
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thing that has no existence, for money can only be used by spending,
Aquinas explains it thusly: ”If one exacts more for the usufruct of
a thing iDhich has no other use buy the consumption of its substance,
he exacts a price of something non-existent: and so his exaction is
unjust”
If, however, the borrower does not apply for the money in order to
spend it, but applies so that he might display the money, the case is
different, rhe money then becomes a non-fungible
,
since it was not
consumed in use, and rent might be extracted from the boi rower, as in
the case of letting a house, in reply to the argument that since it
is lawful to accept a price for the loan of a silver vessel and there-
fore for the loan of coins made out of the same substance, we find;
The principal use of a silver vessel is not its consumption,
and so one may lawfully sell its use while retaining one's owner-
ship of it. on the other hand, the principal use of silver
money is sinking it in exchange, so that it is not lawful to sell
its use and at the same time expect the restitution of the amount
lent, it must be observed, however, that the secondary use of
silver vessels may be an exchange, and such use may not be law-
fully sold, in like manner there may be some secondary use of
silver money; for instance, a man might lend coins for show, or
10 be used as security,^
if we consider the nature of money we see that it has been devised
to serve as a medium of exchange, and it does greatly facilitate the
natural type of exchange where mutual needs are satisfied by bartering
the products of each others works, as has already been pointed out.
3 ibid., il. ii, 78, 2,S5.
4 ibid., II. ii. 78, L R6.
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But to treat it as a source of gain is to divert it from its proper
function and to make gain isliere no gain naturally is derived.
j-t is of interest to point cut how closely the rules governing
justice in commutations were applied to usury:
The raising of the price o-f* a loan because of some special
benefit derived from it by the borrower is precisely analogous to
raising the sale price of on object because it is of some special
individual utility to the buyer, on the other hand, as we shall
see further down, any special damage suffered oy the lender was
a sufficient reason for exacting something over and above the
amount lent; this was precisely the rule that applied in the case
of sales, when the seller suffered any special damage from parting
with the object sold. Thus the analogy oetween sales and loans
was complete at every point, in both, equality of sacrifice was
the test of justice.
The mediaeval teaching on usury was, then, quite clear and well
defined. Payment of a price for the use of money lent in addition
to the repayment of the money lent was in all cases forbidden.
"Mutuum* was essentially a sale and being such, was subject to the
rules governing sales, it must be mentioned here, however, that the
mediaeval prohibition of usury was not the same as a prohibition of
interest. In fact while usury was absolutely forbidden, interest was
permissable in every case.
The justification for interest can be found in the same sources
cited that forbade usury, in both cases the equality of commutative
justice was observed, rtliile it was unjust that a price higher than
the amount lent should be repaid, it was also unjust if the loaner
5 George (j’Brien, An Essay on ^.-ediaeval x^conomic Teaching , (London
Longman's, Green and Co., 1920j, P, 182,
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found himself suffering damage as a result of the loan. The borrower,
in such a case, must repay the lender for any damage that he had
suffered, for the lender was entitled to compensation for the difference
in his condition occasioned by the transaction, ishley states that such
a case raay come about if the lender of a sum of money, being under ob-
ligation to someone else, is forced to borrow money at usury because
the borroviier has failed to repay him.® -this concept of paying an
interest rate because of damage suffered by the lender was clearly
stated by Aquinas:
A lender may without sin enter an agreement with the borrower
for compensation for the loss he incurs of something he ought to
have, for this is not to sell the use of money, but to avoid a
loss, it may also happen that the borrower avoias a greater
loss than the lender incurs, wherefore the borrower may repay
the lender with what he has gamed.
To develop further the mediaeval concept of interest does not
concern us here. The concept of paying an interest charge to one
who has suffered damage due to the loan of a sum of money, is intro-
duced into this discussion merely to point out the full analogy be-
tween loans and sales, as explained above.
iJefore concluding this discussion on usury, it must be said that
while usury itself was forbidden, there were conditions existing
whereby it was lawful for a person to borrow at usury, xn such cases,
the borrower would not be committing usury, but the loaner would be
in accepting an amount greater than the sum lent. The principal
6 iffilllaw J. 4shiey, 4n Introduction to English Economic History
and Theory
,
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7 Aquinas, op. cit., xl. ii. 78, 2, Rl.
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condition for borrowing at usury was that the borrower should accept
the loan for a good purpose, e.g., alleviating his own or his neighbor's
needs, ‘rhus we find in Aquinas:
It is by no means lawful to induce a man to sin, yet it is
lawful to make use of another's sin for a good end, since even
God uses all sin for some good, since he draws some good from
every evil, ... accordingly it is by no means lawful to induce
a man to lend under a condition of usury: yet it is lawful to
borrow for usury from a man who is ready to do so and is a
usurer by profession; provided the borrower have a good end in
view, such as the relief of his own or anothers needs.”
In the period immediately following the one with which we are
concerned, usury and interest were widely discussed, iiowever, Aquinas'
teachings on usury held throughout the whole period of the Xviiddle Ages,
and was constantly cited as the source for the Canonist doctrine on
its prohibition.
II MEDIAEVAL CCHCEPT ^ CQMlxRCE
kVhat the attitude of the canonists was in regard to commerce
appears pertinent because commerce was one of the methods employed in
transactions, i.e,, buying and selling, Aquinas discusses the legiti-
macy of commerce in the same question in which he discusses the just
price, primarily because the importance of the observance of justice
in buying and selling grew more urgent as eomioBrce expanded and advanced.
"In order to understand the disapprobation with which commerce
was on the whole regarded in the liddle Ages, it is necessary to appreciate
8 Ibid., II. ii. 78,4
^qsora Wcorfft Tominod JeCJ aen VTi/*^L• ::'i If.O'i'^od ‘lo’t notfltno-
1
' 0S
II
5
iM
B'lodrfSkiwi ftid ao ui?o eid :aiJ'jlveIXe ,. .3 ,880<i*u-ri fccw, , e lol neol ed^
r:i tfiT' on aud r . :.l)8t#a
3i J»*,: ,aie oJ’ ce.n b es'tifni oJ Ir/^./el aufieiii oa ex
nsvft ooele ,&fld tcog. e 'ro'i nil s''iorfiort8 “lo 6eu ly^irel
arai't E)OOj* araos e.s'e'ib sonls .f'oon jcraDi lyt ui? 11c e&eii fcoC
eojjoni li/trrcl entCii on vd. b1 ft ^£vnibio 00 i« ... .S.lva \;ieve
of XiftiNci li 3fi '.x'Ujs.Ij o aoi^ihnoo a ijofu 03 ae^r e
R ^ii bne oc cf Ov Mtv’vi Hi orlw a£ia s .doo"^ 'iiusi/ lo*^ vroiiotf
oi ^-’’OS e aved lowoatod tn'l i^hivoicr fRciaualuiff ‘la'iuRO
-e5ec»fl a'xs»daocB ij nt.o '?I: teiia'i erli se .• 'iv
sat. «». itoxiuv djir.’ oco edi boiiraq t»iU al
,i8V 8 A0i. .'aaaijoeifo e-ian Ja^iJuXni bne \'iijau
,
^.I'xaoaco
,easi. albbiv. eda' 'to Loiaaq aXodv, eiiX tlad ^lunsj ao ayridoua^
ao ^alifoob X 2 icott!-v e.ii lo': »oi.'o,: j>ds zti lazlo icI^ae:u.oo ob* fdp
.fioictxdiiio'jr sXi
j£j jiiV,Xhi£jit xi
synaintnoo ir.sjke". ai ee» ei'BjtaonBo arii lo obuflife fnxiv
di beiolqico P.bodfsfu) edi '‘o eoo eer; 8ot9Ji(2yy --aueooc) Juani-itaq n:>'aqq8
sd) eaaaiiOBi:. axxiiopx. .xdiiLIse bdi; ,.a.i , an ’ijoreneij
f&ijt, Qdf p.©Q0uosib od rioxiiv; nx nq.jcau^ jiV.xa ad;' ai aoi.'jau'ooo aO ^oein
soiifidt to ooaBV'nasoo enf to eoc^f'ioqaix oat ja^jer.iQ vliisi/i'xq ,&oi*iq
,5aofx^ vbe bne bofcinBqxe soiC)i-tiii>co nn wanijj pn^ilaa iao y,ci\:xtd nl
'jonoflcfioo doirfr; rfl:. aojfEdO'i'Tffcssb s:^f buefniibcii’ ot labio nl"
r
t
ajexosiqqc oj f'i elfcbf : adt ni hebi'^ijia'i 8Io^ •*. adq ao 8Hr.
il.
I
. 4', 6V . ii .li ,. 6 ic(i 8
29
the importance of the Christian teaching on the dignity of labour."^
Man's labor had been elevated by the Canonists to a high plane of
dignity. Monastic life, where the monks tilled their soil, made their
clothes and performed all their manual tasks was set as an example
for the people. Statues of the Saints working over a spinning spool
or using carpenter's tools were found in most of the churches. "Since
the Saints", says the Christian Monitr, "have laboured, so shall the
Christian learn that by honourable labour he can glorify God, do good,
and save his own soul."^^ Manual labor alone was not the only type
worthy of praise. All types of labor were considered noteworthy,
especially those of mental and spiritual composition.
A division of labor was recognized by St. Thomas Aquinas when he
wrote;
Because many things are necessary to human life, with which
one man cannot provide himself, it is necessary that different
things should be done by different people; therefore some are
tillers of the soil, some are raisers of cattle, some are builders,
and so on; and because human life does not simply mean corporal
things, but still more spiritual things, therefore it is necessaiy
that some people should be released from the care of attending
to temporal matters. This distribution of different offices
amongst different people is in accordance with Divine providence.
It is thus established that the Church considered labor, whether
mental or manual, worthy of remuneration; but the business of the
trader or the merchant required further explanation.
9
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For a definition of commerce, Aquinas gives:
^ tradesman is one whose business consists in the exchange
of things. According to the philosopher, exchange of things is
twofold; one natural, as it were, and necessary, whereby one
commodity is exchanged for another or money taken in exchange for
a commodity in order to satisfy the needs of life. Such trading,
properly speaking, does not belong to traders, but rather to
housekeepers or civil servants, who have to provide the household
or the State with the necessaries of life, rhe other kind of ex-
change is either that of money for money, or of any commodity for
money, not on account of the necessities of life, but for profit;
and this xind of trade, properly speaking, regards traders,
it is essential, according to this definition, that the exchange
be for money, not necessities. In a later passage we find:
iNot everyone that sells at a higher price than be bought is
a trader, but only he who buys that he may sell at a profit, xf,
on the contrary, he buys, not for sale, but for possession, and
afterwards for some reason wishes to sell, it is not a trade
transaction, even if he sells at a profit, ror he may lawfully
do this, either because he has bettered the thing, or because the
value of the thing has changed with the change of the place or
time, or on account of the danger he incurs in transferring the
thing from one place to another, or again in having it carried
by hand, in this sense neither buying nor selling is unjust.^^
In this definition is found the underlying principle that commerce
was considered to be the selling of a good at a higher cost than the
original, without adding to, or improving the good in any way. Were
the good improved, remuneration above the original cost viiould be justi-
fied .
Aquinas entered the middle Ages at a time when commerce was a
highly controversial matter. The Crusades had opened up new commercial
fields and brought people into social and economic contact with one
12 Aquinas, op. cit., II. ii. 77,4.
13 ibid., II. ii. 77,4,i'2.
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another, in his De_ fieglmine Frinclpum
,
^iquinas acknowledges the im-
portance of commerce by showing that there exists two ways in which any
State can be enriched.
une, which is the more worthy way, is an account of the
fertility of the country producing an abundance of all
things which are necessary for human life, the other is
through the employment of 'Commerce, through which the
necessities of life are brought ^rom different places,
i'he former method can be clearly shown to be the more
desirable.... it is more admirable that a ^tate should
possess an abundance of riches from its own soil than
through commerce, ror the ctate which needs a number
of merchants to maintain its subsistence is liable to
be injured in war through a shortage of food if communica-
tions are in any way impeded. Moreover, the influx of
strangers corrupts the morals of many of the citizens ...
whereas, if the citizens themselves devote themselves to
commerce, a door is opened to many vices. For when the
desire of merchants is inclined greatly to gain, cupidity
is aroused in the hearts of many citizens .... For the
pursuit of a merchant is as contrary as possible to military
exertion, x'or merchants abstain from labours, and while they
enjoy the good things of life, they become soft in mind and
their bodies are rendered weak and unsuitable for military
exercises .... it therefore behooves the perfect btate to
msKe a moderate use of commerce
Commerce, recognized by Aquinas as necessary, was not considered
sinful in itself, out an occasion of sin;
rrade is justly deserving of blame, because, considered in
itself, it satisfies the greed for gain, which knows no
limit, and tends to infinioy. Hence trading, considered in
itself, has a certain debasement attaching thereto, in so
far as, by its very nature, it does not imply a virtuous or
necessary end. iMevertheless gain, which is the end of trading,
though not implying, by its nature, anything virtuous or necessary,
does not, in itself, cannote anything sinful or contrary to
virtue; wherefore nothing prevents gain from being directed
to some necessary or even virtuous end, and thus trading
14 St. Thomas Aquinas, De Regime Frincipum . ii,3, cited by
George O’Brien, ibid., p. 147.
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becomes lawful, xhus, for instance, a man may intend the
moderate gain which he seeks to acquire by trading for the
upkeep of his household, or for the assistance of the needy;
or again, a man may take to trade for some public advantage — -
for instance, lest his country lack the necessaries of life —
and seek gain, not as an end, but as payment for his labour.
St. Thomas' teachings on commerce very definitely justify
trade if the motive for gain was for the improvement of the community.
Further, it has been shown that commerce exists only where goods
are exchanged for a profit. Some modern economists hold that commercial
gains in the Middle Ages were based on a return for labor. Aquinas
clearly stated that where labor was involved in a trade exchange, by
either improving the article or taking a risk when the article was
originally bought for private use, then exchanged, there was no questicn
of a reward for labor. The doctrine of commerce rested entirely on
its own merits, not on labor.
Ill MEDIAkVAL CONCEPT OF PRCPEPTY
The importance of the canonist concept of property to this study
is apparent. As has been indicated, the right to exchange one's goods
for the goods of another was one of the necessary corollaries of the
right of private property, it is therefore, essential to our dis-
cussion to understand the scholastic doctrine on private property
since the just price flows from the exchange of property.
On the subject of property, the canonist teaching was clear and
logical, i'c^an, being a sociable being, and subject to human faults.
15 Aquinas, op. cit, II. ii. 77,4
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had a natural right to the ovvnership of property. St, Thomas explains
the necessity for property thusly:
Two things are competent to man in respect of external
things. One is the power to procure and dispense them,
and in this regard it is lawful for a man to possess property.
Moreover, this is necessary to human life for three reasons.
First because every man is more careful to procure what is
for himself alone than that which is common to many or to
all; since each one woild shirk the labour, and would leave
to another that which concerns the community, as happens
when there is a great number of servants. Secondly, because
human affairs are conducted in more orderly fashion if each
man is charged with taking care of some particular thing
himself, whereas there would be confusion if everybody had
to look after anyone thing indeterminately. Thirdly, because
a more peaceful state is ensured to man if each one is contented
with his own. Hence it is to be observed that quarrels more
frequently occur when there is no division of the things
possessed.^®
Aquinas makes it clear that property is a thing essential to
the existence of society due to man^s fallen nature.
The Scholastics held that man has the right from nature to
use material things, since they are necessary means of preserving his
life and working out his destiny. But this right of use cannot
be exercised without the right of ownership; therefore man has the
right of ownership. This doctrine becomes clear when it is realized
that man needs goods to live that are consumed in use, it would be
impossible to consume a good unless man had the right of ownership,^
In distinction to the natural law, property was also held to
be according to the human law in the sense that whereas the general
16 Aquinas, op, cit,, II. ii, 66,2.
17 Joseph J. Sullivan, Special i^thics
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rule that men should have the right to own things might be said to
be natural, the particular proprietary rights of each individual was
determined by positive law. Aquinas clearly states this destinction:
The natural right or just is that which by its very nature is
adjusted to or commensurate with another person, wow this may
happen in two ways; first, according as it is considered
absolutely; thus the male by its very nature is commensurate
with the female to beget offspring by her, and a parent is
commensurate with the offspring to nourish it. Secondly,
a thing is naturally commensurate with another person, not
according as it is considered aosolutely, but according to
something resultant from it — for instance, the possession
of property. i?’or if a particular piece of land be considered
absolutely, it contains no reason why it should belong to one
man more than to another, but if it be considered in respect
of its adaptability to cultivation and the unmolested use of
the land, it has a certain commensuration to be the property
of one and not of another man,^®
From the above quotation it must not be inferred that no natural
titles to property exist, for example, labor was held as a title flow-
ing from the natural law. What is meant is that while the goods of
the earth are conferred by God upon mankind as a whole, they cannot be
made use of unless they are made the suoject of private ownership,
specific goods cannot be designated as belonging to this particular
person or other unless some human act has decreed it so.
From the above, it is shown that Aquinas was unmistakably in
favor of the legitimacy of private property. Later writers followed
his teachings to the letter and it is clearly shown from their writings
that this right of private ownership was the cornerstone of the mediae-
val economic system. O’Brien points out that:
18 Ibid., II. ii. 57,3
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A community of goods, more or less complete, and a denial of the
rights. of private property was part of the teaching of many
sects which were condemned as heretical — for instance, the
Albigenses, the vaudois, the regards, the iipostoli, and the
J'ratricelli.^^
The acquisition of property was of minor concern to the Canonists.
They recognized the titles of ownership as being occupancy, labor, gift,
bequest on inheritance, etc., and concerned themselves with the moral
on
applications of the use of property, once acquired.
ownership was held to be a natural right, out this right was
never unconditional, ‘me primary purpose for ordaining the earth was
to sustain all men. The logical approach to accomplish this end was
to create divisions of property; yet these divisions could not be such
as to defeat the primary purpose. Confirmation of the church's belief
in this doctrine is found in the 66th question of the Secunda Cecundae
:
"
. . . To use the property of another, taking it secretly in a case of
extreme need cannot, properly speaking, be characterized as theft.
if an o\meT of property was not utilizing it and was lettii^ it
lay idle while the community, or while a person in need of it, suffered,
the owner could, and should be forced to make proper use of his possess-
ion. If the community was required to take the property (assume it
was landj, justice demanded that the community pay for it. if, however,
an individual in need required the property, even though he could not
pay for it, he was entitled to take it.
19 0*Bri«n, op. cit., p. 66.
20 Sullivan, op. cit., p. 114.
El Dempsey, op. cit., p. 63.
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CHAPTER IV
JUST PRICE WITHIN THE GUIUD
Mediaeval Econoraic control, according to Aquinas, was "the
harmonious direction of affairs to their proper end,”^ Divine
Providence was the principle of both human and divine government but
providence requires the intelligent cooperation of men, working together,
to attain their spiritual and temporal ends.
In order to fulfill these ends and attain the common good, the
guild was formed, it was widespread throughout the entire Middle
Ages; known in every part of Murope wherever men met to govern their
economic life.
Although the guild was universally known and practiced, it was
concretely a local affair. Every community exchanged goods in its
own community for the good of its own members. As in Aristotle’s
time, foreigners, even though they lived less than a hundred miles
away, were met with cold reserve when they endeavored to exchange goods.
This appears strange, when we consider the solidarity that existed on
the religious plane. Even Aquinas, in a letter to the young king of
Cyprus stated that civic life is upset by intercourse with foreigners,
nis reason was given as being that citizens are accustomed to definite
mores that foreigners might net understand. If a foreigner enters the
scene, these local mores might be upset. Perhaps the most logical
1 £>ernard W. Dempsey, "Mediaeval Society", Planned Society
,
(New tork. Prentice-Hall inc., 1937), p, 47.
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explanation for this paradox lies in the prevailing lack of transporta-
tion and communication between villa-^es and communities.
To trace the origin of the guilds is impossible. Economists
agree only on specific guilds existing at given times; fraternal,
religious and commercial amongst the earliest. The most realistic
attitude is to accept the fact that there existed in xi^urope "a way
of life accepted by all which made association natural, easy, and
permanent and that there was a concrete economic problem of filling
the needs of daily life which could most intelligently be met by
2
association”. wherever a successful guild existed, it was imitated.
According to oernard uempsey the word ’’guild" is "an analagous
term predicated of things which are the same under one aspect, but
different under another". »e may consider the guilds under three
different aspects, religious guilds, merchant guilds, and craft guilds,
overlapping one another by the pervasive religious element.
Religious guilds are defined by Ashley as being: "Clubs or
societies for the performance of certain pious offices, and for the
mutual assistance in the preservation of peace". Little need be
said of this group since they were not necessarily of economic concern,
‘•'hey were organized over all of Europe to participate in the liturgy,
give aid to the poor, etc. As we shall see further down, many of the
traits of the religious guilds were followed by the merchant and craft
guilds
.
2 xbid.
,
p. 30.
3 Ibid., p. 51.
4 Sir .'villiam Ashley, An introduction to
and Theory, ^London. Longmahb, ureeu aud hu.
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Kierchant guilds first existed in Southern iiurope, notably Italy,
and spread throughout iLurope so that by the middle of the twelfth
century they were clearly noticeable, again citing ashley;
i'he merchant gild, or hanse, was a society formed primarily
for the purpose of obtaining and maintaining the privilege of
carrying on trade, — a privilege which implied the possession
of a monopoly of trade in each town by the gild brethren as
against its other inhabitants. The exact character of the monopoly
probably varied somewhat from place to place, Everywhere, apparent-
ly, non-members were left free to buy and sell victuals; but if
they went further and engaged in regular trade, they became subject
to tolls from which the gild brethren were free,^
If we bear in mind the original purpose for establishing the guild,
namely for the protection of the townspeople and for the common good, it
is not incompatible with canonist justice to exact a toll from a non-
member of the merchant guild, rather, justice would demand a fee from
those who engaged in trade who did not normally make a living by
trading, Ashley seems to support this statement;
‘We have noticed that gild assemblies, or its officers on its
behalf, drew up regulations and exercised a juridiction in
matters of trade, ihese regulations illustrate clearly a
characteristic common both to the merchant and craft gilds,
namely that, while each individual member was within certain
limits allowed to pursue his own interest as he thought best,
there was nevertheless a strong feeling that the trade or
industry was the common interest of the whole body; that each
was bound to submit to regulations for the common good, and
to come to the assistance of his fellow-members.®
These guilds were associations of free men banding together to
form a society which had monopoly privileges on trade and commerce
in a given area. They were permitted to regulate the prices of their
5 Ibid., p. 70f
6 Ibid,, p. 74.
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wares for the communal good of their area, „e find these i,merchant
guilds springing up hand in hand with the rise in towns. The only
authority above the guild was the town corporation and in time, so
closely connected were the town corporation and the guild corporation,
the two were practically identified with one another,
unce established, these li^erchant guilds exerted monopoly control
over trade in their areas, passing edicts forbidding the people of
their area to buy from foreign raerchants. neavy penalties were meted
out to townsmen who violated the guild rules.
^hley, uunningham, 0*r,rien and Jempsey all seem to agree that
the guild was, unlike a modern society seeking some material gain, an
organization intensely and personally interested in its members.
"Sick members were visited, and wine and food sent to them from the
feasts; brethren who had fallen into poverty were relieved; their
daughters were dowered for marriage or the convent; and when a member
died, his funeral was attanded by the brethren and the due rites
7provided for."
Craft guilds reached their r.aturity, roughly speaking, a century
later than the merchant guilds, '-hey were "associations of all the
artisans engaged in a particular industry in a particular town, for
certain common purposes,"® Uerupsey holds tnat craft guilds evolved
primarily because the merchant guilds, once they had obtained power,
7 ibid., p. 76.
8 Loc. cit.
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began to limit tneir membership and choked off from those wishing to
enter the guild all the privileges that went with being a member.
The rise of the craft guilds, is very similar to the rise of
the merchant guilds, x-irst they obtained a charter and then proceeded
to practice a definite trade in a given area, having monopoly rights
over their product.
For one to enter the craft guild ne first had to serve an apprentice-
ship. ihe apprentice was contracted out to a given master, by his parent^
for a number of years determined by the particular guild, curing his
apprenticeship, he enjoyed all the rights of membership, though he did not
come to be a member until he served his time and passed an examination
given by his master, once a Journeyman, he was free to work for any
master he chose.
In connection with our study on the Just Price, we have already
seen that fraud or deceit in a transaction was absolutely forbidden by
the canonists. It is apparent in the regulations drawn up by the
crafts that they aimed at the prevention of fraud and the maintenance
of specific standards of size and f'uality in the goods produced for sale.
Articles made in violation of these rules were called ’false*,
just as clipped or counterfeit coin was 'false money'. For such
'false work' the makers were punished by fines, and, upon the third
or fourth offence, by expulsion from the trade. Penalties were
provided, as far as possible, for every sort of deceitful
device; such as putting tetter wares at the top of a bale
than below and many other liite tricks.^
9 Ashley, op. cit., p. 90f.
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•.ages during this period seem to have been controlled by the
law determining the just price. There is no doubt whatever that the
people suffered sometimes from famines and droughts, in the light of
present day conveniences, it may also be said that ofttimes their
surroundings were unsanitary. "Still there was a standard of comfort
which general opinion recognized as suitable for them and which prices
were regulated to maintain," Ashley senses that their exists a
fundamental difference between the mediaeval and modern point of view;
it is that, with us, value is something entirely subjective;
it is what each individual cares to give for a thing. .7ith
Aquinas it was something objective; something outside the will
of the individual purchaser or seller; something attached to the
thing itself, existing whether he liked it or not, and that he
ought to recognize. And as experience showed that individuals
could not be trusted thus to admit the real value of things,
it followed that it was the duty of the proper authorities of
State, town, or gild to step in and determine what the just and
reasonable price really was.^^
10 Ibid., p
11 ibid.
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iiliD CO^CLuSIOiNS
SUJ^xARY
in the introductory chapter the purpose of the study v^as shown
as being (Ij to point out that the principal economic force in
mediaeval society was the moral teaching of the canonists; and (2)
to show that the just price, founded upon the moral teaching of the
canonists regarding the rules set down for observing the virtue
of justice, was the basis for this economic teaching. The period
selected for this discussion extended from the year 1250 A.B. to the
advent of the ^Black ijeath" in Europe, in 1348 A.J.
Chapter II placed the just price as treated by the foremost
canonist, St. Thomas Aquinas, within the realm of Christian ethics,
it was regarded as a segment of the moral teaching on the virtue of
justice where, in the exchange of goods, commutative justice was to be
observed. General principles were set forth whereby the just price
might be arrived at, but Aquinas does not state the particular rules
to be followed. That the just price could be fixed by law, was accepted
by all mediaeval jurists and theologians, t.hen not fixed by law, it
could be arrived at by a reference to the state of the market, the
quantity of supply, and. by a factor called the "common estimation."
Since the just price dealt with equality in exchange, wages paid for
n-o£t”. v.L:fv3 edi 'to &:iOq'ijjQ ei i^J'indo erf? ni
tti r'iffioc9£i9 ie-''.xoci*X; JCdf Suo talon oS {Ij jai-ycf
( 4:} tns; ; ijj ci.ncn*o ®ri^ ”^0 •^4:idoa>t lei'jui odt •je* XgV56*>^oic
\o ^niiioe-j, l&'ioiL r,Q..u cabnuo**- .doiiq X3i.ft vonr r.oUa oj
eii; r-civianoo 'ic*? ,:*'0b ta? ::?^*.’> .^od- jGiy’ifrO'i 'iXaiconeo
»<i
.
.
-.ifUMOi ftv xc onooo '^id-t lo'l ©rii Sf'* '10
oiiJ . >j. OciS’j aoGsJxa ajiaaGbeiO s-Mj 10 'r X9JGf>i?«2
. ^t'C.r pi --r./i al >.061(2'* edJ ''o scev^.e,
Szocw^nn'i Slid' X
' fc5.’-eb*r.' ve v-i r: ’ TeG;. diiJ booslq II XuJqedr
GiUJa ;i4C.'fu vlt ..-.ti . qxildv- .zodi-ur.^ ii.m.6u- .do
,
f&tflocfo
•»aj ao vr_.t>yJ Imoi wJ.t ‘tj t; 88 f obtej^oi er.- di
ou oj sa-v soiJ .--!;, fw-- ,^j.boo < to yriJ al ,ozt>iiv ooiXcGu
- .
'<« •
'
soiiq XROv, c'.id r.dio''; doc .o-xo'u jj<j, iocx'^q Xea^a3f' . ovi-iudo
s-dlcrx 'it io : : .f7c^ t don .a^-ob 3jnlj?r> 2ad ,Jr b^Vxiia ad J’JsiJC
uaxq&oos ee*' \2 »b bxi^oo ->oi 'q yiii Xftfi'l . ''oliO*! od 0^
.
7B.I b&xi'' joa flsti . eopi'^-oiodai ftns :^.*h2'ra^ Iereei:r9£C lie
«dt tisjltBir a i *i<-' >js25 £i j 02 aoG9'it/i0*: e *,jci JS bavixie oJ - nbo
".fiox .Sii-'id nC(iir»or; sriJ- . wj ico xQXoe'^ s \,d ‘.wie ,-’lqc[us lo v.*idniPiTpr
•:c't :Iu, i’i'i'-.r ,»r.,nedox^ ox dVI-' eoiiq ta«t 9xld ooniS
43
the exchange of labor were also decided on the just price principles.
This concept proved valuable in the naediaeval period because it
did much to prevent the buyer from paying too much for a commodity and
aided the seller in receiving a just remuneration for his wares.
In Chapter III, the study pointed out the influence of the just
price concept on other mediaeval concepts, usury vvas, in reality,
regarded in the same light as the just price and its prohibition was
based on the same moral principles, rhe just price dealt with the sale
of goods; usury with the sale of the use of money. Since both concepts
are so closely related, it is of prime importance to our subject to
show the canonists views on usury.
Commerce is listed as one of the f’orces influenced by the just
price because the importance of the observance of justice in buying and
selling grew more urgent as commerce expanded, rrade was condemned by
Aquinas if conducted on a basis of self-enrichment, it was permitted if
the motive for gain was for the improvement of the community. The motive
for, and use of the gain would determine its moral goodness or evil.
^quinas held that the right of ownership of property was permiss-
ible in two ways; (IJ according to the natural law; and ^2; according
to the human law in tne sense that whereas the general rule tnat men
should have the right to own things might be natural, the determination
of individual ownership was determined by positive law. This concept
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has a direct bearing on the study because it is within the exchange
of private property that the concept of the just price lies, if man
did not have a right to ownership, equality in exchange would be im-
possible to determine.
The study, in Chapter IV, turns to a particular segment of society,
organized for the protection of the townspeople and for the common
good of the community in which it existed. Within the framework of
the guild, the just price was the basis for determining the economic
policies of distribution. Kegulations were drawn up by the various
crafts that did much to assure the people of the day, as well as the
members themselves, of a just price when goods were exchanged.
CONCLUSIONS
It was not the purpose of this study to seek out the advancements
made by civilization in the mediaeval period, since this would require
an examination into the whole history of the period, instead, the study
aimed at showing that the principal economic force of this era was the
moral teaching of the canonists, it was shown that the treatment of the
just price took place primarily in Acuinas’, ’’Surnma Theologica"
,
an
encyclopoedic account of moral facts, iiasic notions, such as those on
commerce, usury, and property, were also treated in this work. Lconoraic
historians, treating of this period, seem to agree that the concepts
set forth by Aquinas were closely followed in practice, in our study,
the guild was included to show how these principles applied in an
economic society
lit
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It must be borne in mind that the importance played by the Roman
Church ^as not limited to the spiritual sphere. Society looked to the
Church for guidance in temporal affairs which immediately concerned it
and was advised according to the principles laid down by the canonists.
That the just price, founded upon the moral teaching of the
canonists regarding the rules set down for observing the virtue of
justice, was the basis for the economic teaching of the period, was
expressed in Chapter II. Emphasis was placed by the canonists on
distribution, rather than on production or consumption, and it taught
that it must be regulated on a basis of strict justice, it is
regarded as the basis for the economic teaching of the canonists Decause
during this period, economic activity centered about man’s relation
to man. Commutative justice demanded that one man should not take ad-
vantage of another man, but rather should observe the principle of
equality in exchange, the just price.
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1It is the purpose of this treatise on the ^lediaeval <-^oncept of
the just ir'rice (1) to point out that the principal economic theory
in mediaeval society v»as the moral teaching of the canonists; and
(3) to show that the just price concept, based upon this moral teach-
ing of the canonists regarding the rules set down for observing the
virtue of Justice, was the basis for this economic theory.
In this study, an attempt is made to present the concepts set
forth by St. Thomas Aquinas concerning the just price since he was
regarded by his contemporaries as the cast authority on matters per-
taining to this subject. J^or this reason, the ..dates set for the
discussion cover a period of roughly a hundred years, i. e., from
1350 a.D. to the advent of the ’’Black Death” in ijurope in the year
1348 A.D. £)ecause of the economic upheaval created by the disaster
that swept over the whole of Europe, no attempt is made to analyze
the just price concept beyond this date.
Chapter II points out that the mediaeval principles governing a
'just price in exchange were regarded by Aquinas as an explanation of
the application of his general teaching on justice to the particular
case of the contract of sale. Those principles which applied to the
observance of commutative justice were identical with those applied
to the observance of equality between buyer and seller in the exchange
of a commodity
it
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It was universally accepted by all mediaeval jurists and theolo-
gians that the just price could be fixed by law. This meant that the
law-giving authority had the right to fix the just price and once
fixed it was to be observed by contracting parties, When the just
price was not fixed by law, it was, as a rule, to be arrived at by a
reference to the state of the raarKSt, the quantity of supply and a
factor called the "common estimation".
in the application of the just price concept, it is shov\n that
it did much to protect both buyers and sellers from inequality in
exchange, i-»ue to the control that the i'ioman Church had over ner
subjects in the economic as well as the spiritual sphere, few members
of this predominantly Christian society ware willing to incur her
displeasure
.
Chapter III endeavors to point out the influence of the just price
concept on other mediaeval concepts, usury was regarded in the same
light as the just price and its prohibition was based on the same
moral principles. The just price dealt with the sale of goods; usury
with the sale of the use of money. Usury was condemned on the grounds
that it was against the virtue of justice.
Commerce also must be considered as one of the major forces in-
fluenced by the just price because the importance of observing equality
in exchange became much more urgent as commerce expanded. This study
presents commerce, when permitted by canonist teaching, as more of an
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3necessary evil than a positive good. It was condeinned if the motive
for trade was simply one of self-enrichment, it was permitted if
the motive was for the betterment of the community. </ith Aquinas
it would appear that the motive for and the use of the gain derived
from trading, would determine its moral goodness or evil.
The mediaeval concept of property is of prime importance to this
study for it is within the exchange of property that the just price
concept lies. Aquinas held that man had a right to ownersnip of
property in two ways; (1) according to the natural law; and (S) accoid
ing to the human law in the sense that whereas the general rule that
men should have the right to own things might be natural, the deter-
mination of individual ownership was by positive law. /vithout the
right of ownership of property man would not, according to Aquinas,
be content since man tends to treat more carefully those things to
which' he has a title.
Chapter IV turns to the principal economic structure of the society
of the day, the guild, it was organized primarily for the protection
of the townspeople from unfair practices in exchange and for the
common good of the community in which it flourished, .'/ithin the frame-
work of the guild we see that the just price was the basis for deter-
mining, and assuring people of equality in exchange. Various laws
passed oy the guilds are listed to show to what extent these organiza-
tions went to in an effort to observe the just price.
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The final chapter is devoted to a brief suomiary of the findings
of the preceding chapters and concludes from these findings that
the mediaeval concept of the just price, founded upon the moral
teaching of the canonists, was the basis for the economic theory of
this period
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